In the pages below, I extend both Kellner's notion of the political "celebrity spectacle" and Frank's concept of "cool" to argue that it was a combination of the two-what I call Obama's "cool celebrity"-that many advertising campaigns both for and against the president embraced in his 2012 race against Mitt Romney.
10 Both parties either explicitly or implicitly used this terminology in their commercials, linking Obama's "coolness" to his youthfulness, energy, and celebrity status through signifiers of mainstream popular culture-specifically aural and visual tropes borrowed from mainstream popular music. 11 This essay thus demonstrates how two representative Internet commercials created and circulated by supporters of both major American political parties enlisted a potpourri of pop music signifiers that worked the president's "cool celebrity" status, for better or for worse, into their agendas. And as we will see, marketers' employment of the sights and sounds of popular culture forced them (sometimes unsuccessfully) to negotiate established aesthetic boundaries between political and national brand advertising. The first commercial examined below is titled "We Are a Powerful Force." 12 This spot proved characteristic of those created by the pro-Obama camp as it played-up his cool celebrity persona and highlighted his 2012 campaign slogan, "Forward" (Figure 2 ). 10 I choose to use term "cool" over "hip" throughout this essay for a few reasons. Most obviously, the word "cool" is specifically used in the commercials I discuss and in viewer commentary. While concepts of hipness and coolness are intertwined, and hipness certainly plays a role in these commercials, it is not my goal here to rehash the perilousness of hip ideology, which as Phil Ford points out, evaporates the moment it is defined. Space considerations therefore prevent my reading here from being concerned with the semantics or aesthetics of hip terminology. Instead, I am interested in connecting the practices used in these commercials with advertising's long history of using images and sounds marketers have been more generally identified as cool (trendy) to market corporate goods. For a recent discussion on the aesthetics of hipness, see Phil Ford, Dig: Sound and Music Marketers focused "We Are a Powerful Force" (and countless others like it) on celebrity endorsements by persons from marginalized groups to whom the Democratic Party actively targeted for votes. These groups included youth, women (especially single mothers), and Latino, African American, Asian American, and LGBTQ communities. By directing their commercials at these constituents, marketers defined the president as a "superstar" for civil rights (a tactic that paid off handsomely according to demographic polling information). 15 Obama's supporters therefore created a vivid picture of a human and humane president who would continue to be an effective leader. Many commercials depicted him as a civil rights proponent who openly backed LGBTQ causes, a hero for the struggling middle class who proposed student loan breaks and aid for struggling home and business owners, and a victorious commander-inchief who took down public enemy number one, Osama Bin Laden.
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Not surprisingly, commercials created by Republican supporters depicted the President from the opposite vantage point. The second spot I examine below intended to foil the Democratic Party's positive portrayal of their cool celebrity candidate. This commercial, literally titled "Cool," acted as a sequel to McCain's 2008 "Celebrity" spot. 17 In this context the word "cool" was meant to take on a negative connotation. This and other pro-Romney spots attempted to play up the potentially problematic qualities of Obama's celebrity coolness and bring his effectiveness into question. "Cool" criticized his constant presence in the public eye and suggested that Obama's time on camera took his focus away from issues plaguing the American people, specifically those associated with the country's flailing economy. Opponents therefore viewed Obama's celebrity image as a fault and dramatized the notion that his fame would ultimately bring him down at the expense of the entire country. I focus this essay on "We Are a Powerful Force" and "Cool" because they are notable in their foregrounding of mainstream musical tropes-including specific timbres, rhythms, forms, styles, melodies, harmonies, and images-to brand the president's cool celebrity status in ways that aligned with each commercial's agenda. The prominent use of popular music signifiers in the 2012 presidential campaign was logical considering that much of the media spectacle cultivated around Obama dealt with his musical tastes. As Dana Gorzelany-Mostak points out, Obama noticeably set himself apart in both presidential races with his public affinity for music, namely those styles of music historically regarded as African American, such as hip-hop and soul.
18 What made popular music further appropriate for his agenda was the fact that, unlike the highbrow connotations suggested by classical music timbres and styles, many pop genres spoke through and to the president's targeted voter demographics-i.e., marginalized populations. rock and pop music they enjoyed. 20 Not coincidentally, both 2012 presidential candidates were from that generation, making the prominent place of popular music in their campaigns further relatable to them and their constituents.
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Political Advertising in the Obama Years
For approximately forty years, cultural theorists have argued that most national brand advertising borrows cultural forms to fit the qualities marketers map onto inanimate corporate products. In the 1970s Judith Williamson used the term re-presentation to describe how advertisers positioned ideas, objects, and/or people in commercial contexts to generate new meanings.
22 Raymond Williams weighed in soon after, calling advertising a "magical" system, a "cultural pattern," and a "highly organized and professional system of magical inducements and satisfactions. Political advertising, however, has not followed the same rules as national brands since at least Ronald Regan's groundbreaking "Morning in America" spot, when the music and visuals became decidedly more cinematic while contributing to more subtle and nuanced implications about what the candidate could offer the American "way of life."
29 Subsequently, the majority of political commercials tended to feature production music that adhered to more "serious" (i.e. classical and European) musical styles, instruments, and timbres. Most intentionally left out the overtly playful or trendy elements of American pop culture signifiers in favor of documentary-like images and highbrow Western-art musical timbres. So, despite the fact that presidential candidates had circulated slogans featuring the tunes, timbres, rhythms, and forms that borrowed from contemporary popular styles since the early years of the twentieth century, popular music did not noticeably make its way into political television commercials until the first decade of the new millennium.
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As political theorists have discussed at length, the sights and sounds of political campaigning changed considerably with Barack Obama's 2008 campaign. From the very start, Obama had successfully integrated popular culture media and tropes into his politics. While he was not by any means the first to use a catchy pop song on the campaign trail, he was the first to make a calculated effort to steep his image and presidency in diverse aspects of contemporary American culture. In an essay appropriately titled "Popular Culture in the Age of Obama," Angela Nelson summed up her analysis of the 2008 campaign, saying: "Obama has made peace with popular culture and has used it to his advantage."
31 Hence, the marketing of Obama as a cool celebrity fell easily within what Kellner dubbed the "media spectacle." He posited:
In the contemporary era, politics is thus becoming a mode of spectacle in which the codes of media culture determine the form, style, and appearance of presidential politics, and party politics in turn becomes more cinematic and spectacular in the sense of Guy Debord's concept of spectacle. Consequently, US presidential politics of the past several decades can be perceived as media spectacles, in which media politics becomes a major constituent of presidential elections, governance, and political success or failure.
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Kellner elaborated that it was this media spectacle to which both parties participated and contributed in the 2008 election, arguing, "Barack Obama . . . has become a master of the spectacle and global celebrity of the first rank."
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Consequently, for the 2012 elections, marketers behind both party lines had the unique task of taking the traits Obama had already established for himself and transforming publically recognized elements of his celebrity iconicity into signifiers for his image, and not the other way around. Instead of haphazardly mapping convenient tropes onto the president (the practice employed by commercials for household commodities and many former politicians), a majority of the spots about Obama worked with the aural and visual pop culture signifiers previously associated with him. In their foregrounding of these Kellner, Media Spectacle (New York: Routledge, 2003) , 160. My emphasis. Kellner explains that he expands on Guy Debord's use of the term "spectacle," re-defining it as "those phenomena of media culture which embody contemporary society's basic values, serve to enculturate individuals into its way of life, and dramatize its controversies and struggles, as well as its modes of conflict resolution." 2. 33 Kellner, "Barack Obama and the Celebrity Spectacle," 717 (my emphasis).
tropes, many of the commercials made for the 2012 presidential campaign therefore proved innovative in their inclusion of well-worn national brand advertising practices that borrowed elements of "coolness" and celebrity culture to attract young and savvy audiences. Election marketers and the production music companies they hired thus followed corporate advertising practices in their intention to "appellate" (grab) viewers' attention and meet their "alreadyness" (experiences) with pop music tropes in the hope that those who recognized iconic pop performers and mainstream sounds would find the commercials' "equivalences" (messages) discernable and agreeable.
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"We Are a Powerful Force"
Created by HardPin Media, "We are a Powerful Force" presents a positive and upbeat message aimed at minority women voters in Philadelphia.
35 The themes of energetic youthfulness and grassroots mobilization are supported by the pop cultural tropes placed throughout the commercial. As a young African American woman, the R&B singer Alicia Keys, embodies three of the Obama campaign's targeted voter demographics. The commercial therefore pairs visual close-ups of Keys with R&B, rock, and pop music tropes to sonically support her message and interactions with the other women on screen.
The spot opens with a simple title frame with muted patriotic blue and white colors that identify its sponsors ( Figure 3 ). "Women for Obama," a division of a non-profit group called Organizing for Action (OFA), define themselves as "a network of supporters across the country who are working to re-elect the President and make sure we keep moving forward."
36 Its OFA parent group, which still appears to be active since the 34 Throughout this essay, I extend advertising terminology used by Robert Goldman and Stephen Papson. While they focus on visual signifiers in advertising, their terms prove relevant for investigating the roles of musical signifiers in commercials.
In particular, their re-coinage of the terms "appellate" (how ads invite audiences in), "alreadyness" (viewers' ideological assumptions and experiences), and "equivalence" (the link made between the product and result promised) prove helpful for considering possible viewer relationships to these campaigns. 36 As of July 2013, Organizing for Action described its statement of purpose as: "a nonprofit organization established to election, states that it specifically advocates the agenda set forth by President Obama. In fact, the commercial was released just before a series of voter registration events sponsored by the OFA and deemed the "Weekend of Action." 37 Included in the policies listed as essential to the group's political aims, it specifically names "women's issues" that include equal pay and affordable healthcare. The commercial's opening title frame was therefore intended to remind viewers about Obama's stance on these policies. In the same vein, it also acted as a subtle reminder about his opponent's views and the public debate surrounding what many dubbed the Republican Party's "war on women"-a hotly debated issue that arose after multiple contentious comments and legislative actions made by key leaders in the months leading up to the 2012 election.
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The commercial's initial frames are musically supported with a major key, pop-like piano ostinato. At a mid-range tessitura, the thin piano texture cycles smoothly through a two-measure repeated figure at a prominent yet "polite" mezzo-forte level. In this way, the track is cool and laid back but also archetypically feminine, as it does not exhibit the aggressive timbres, textures, rhythms, or volume of more traditionally masculine rock forms. The image of pianist and R&B singer Alicia Keys reinforces the spot's underlying cool and feminine musical motive. Although Keys is not shown performing, and her music does not provide the soundtrack, she visually stands as a signifier for mainstream popular music in the spot-i.e., those familiar with her and her songs know her status as a musician. The pairing of Keys's image with the aural signifier of the piano is therefore intended to appellate her fans, whose demographics are presumably similar to those both targeted and eventually pictured in the spot. Viewers' "alreadyness" with her may have included media portrayals or hearing any of her Top 40 hits including her newest single, "Girl on Fire."
39 As was common practice for celebrity endorsements of national brands, it was assumed that the rallying of Keys's fans would create a following for the advertised product, which in this case was the president.
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support President Obama in achieving enactment of the national agenda Americans voted for on Election Day 2012. OFA will advocate for these policies throughout the country and will mobilize citizens of all parties and diverse points to speak out for speedy passage and effective implementation of this program, including gun violence prevention, sensible environmental policies to address climate change and immigration reform. In addition, OFA will encourage the formation of chapters that will be dedicated at the grassroots level to this program, but also committed to identifying and working progressive change on a range of issues at the state and local level. In carrying its work, OFA will operate as a 'social welfare' organization within the meaning of section 501(c) (4) Her language proves similarly casual, yet she is articulate and portrayed as exceedingly warm to everyone she encounters. As illustrated in the segmented first frame of Figure 4 , "We are a Powerful Force" catered to the sensibilities of the notoriously hard-to-reach youth demographic by reading more like a music or YouTube video than the typical political ad: it featured fast-paced visual montages that worked to stimulate viewers who are assumed to possess ever-shortening attention spans. Careful attention is also paid to Keys posting Twitter updates on her Apple iPhone, adding yet another layer of pop cultural co-branding to the commercial. Keys's posts frequently scroll across the screen, accompanied by candid pictures of the star with Obama's constituents, who are also presumably her fans. These images reinforce the central role that social media and technology played in the 2012 campaign and document Keys's-and by extension Obama's-grassroots efforts to entice millennials to vote for him ( Figure 5 ).
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As the commercial unfolds, the underlying musical score perpetuates the spot's energetic visual motion with its upbeat piano ostinato and rock drum groove. The track noticeably becomes louder at key moments to lend emphasis to the spoken messages and imagery. Typical of music's role in advertising, the continuous piano and drum loops work alongside the images not only to push the commercial's momentum, but also to create anticipation and entice audiences to take action.
42 This proves most essential 41 Kellner discusses Obama's successful use of social media in the 2008 election saying, "Obama raised an unprecedented amount of money on the Internet, generated more than two million friends on Facebook and 866,887 friends on MySpace, and reportedly had a campaign listserv of over 10 million e-mail addresses, enabling his campaign to mobilize youth and others through text-messaging and e-mails." "Barack Obama and Celebrity Spectacle," 718. In regard to the 2012 election, Pamela Rutledge concluded that because Obama's team poured considerable money into digital campaign spending and big data analysis, he benefited from effective fundraising, voter reminders, and circulation of political issues through social media. See "How Obama Won the Social Media Battle in the 2012 Presidential Campaign," The Media Psychology Blog, January 25, 2013, http://mprcenter.org/blog/2013/01/25/how-obama-won-the-social-media-battle-in-the-2012-presidentialcampaign/. Post-election statistics also confirm that social media proved especially useful in contributing to the success of the ideologies of participatory democracy that attracted young voters. Both Kellner and Rutledge discuss the importance of participatory democracy, which takes political commentary out of the mass media and places it in peer-to-peer relationships, thereby creating more individual and personal investments in political issues. 42 Robert W. Fink correlates genres like disco and minimalism to twentieth century advertising, saying they possess "recombinant teleologies" that create desire and pleasure (jouissance) for audiences. Repeating Ourselves (Berkeley: University to the spot's climactic moment when Keys comes to the end of her speech at the Philadelphia Women's Summit ( Figure 6 ). After listing the "powerful women" in President Obama's family-his mother, wife, and daughters-Keys closes out the speech saying: "So now it's our turn to thank him, by voting for President Obama in November. We are a powerful force. And when powerful women get together . . ." The rhetorical gesture of Keys's open-ended final phrase sends the audience to their feet. The soundtrack, which had been relegated to the background to focus viewers' attention on Keys's speech, becomes louder and is overrun by playful, whirly, synthesized sounds (notably unusual timbres in political advertising). The foregrounded synthesized motive reinforces the thunderous applause for Keys and her endorsement of Obama. A more distinct rock-drum groove and the new cyclic, synthesized pop motive then take over the track. The added synthesizer motive adds a layer of rhythmic motion and texture to the thin opening track and reinforces Obama's slogan, "Forward," by aurally pushing the momentum of Keys's message and commercial forward as well. At this point, Keys addresses the at-home viewers directly, encouraging them to get involved in grassroots efforts to support the president. It is not until the end of the spot that the of California Press, 2005), 77, and all of chapter 3. I extend his theory here to include music's role in contemporary advertising. This commercial thus exemplifies how traditional musical teleology is avoided: there is little sense of an end "goal" or resolution until spot's conclusion. In other commercials, the music may not resolve at all, making the moment of purchase become the actual moment of closure and satisfaction. Musical tracks thus play an important role in perpetuating the state of "want" that marketers seek to create.
energetic soundtrack finally comes to rest on the tonic chord, highlighting the "resolve" in her call to action. Marketers at HardPin Media were skillful in foregrounding the commercial's initiative for women's rights while still making the spot about the president. Glimpses of campaign posters, mentions of his name, and pop-cultural signifiers keep him present despite the fact he is never actually shown on screen.
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Additionally, Alicia Keys's coolness, youthfulness, and celebrity were mapped onto Obama in ways that likely created an agreeable equivalence (message) for some constituents as suggested by the fact that he won the majority of votes in Pennsylvania (the state to which this commercial was targeted).
44 Experienced audiences were likely aware of his affinity for popular music, his image as a youthful president, his position in a family full of strong women, and his marginality as the first African American president. Additionally, the message conveyed by Keys's journey to meet with urban constituents at a Democratic field office and her subsequent speech at a Women's Summit largely attended by (presumably) lower-to middle-class African American women suggested that despite her fame and success, she recognized that real-world inequalities still existed for marginalized populations and that she and Obama, by extension, were willing to use their celebrity to work towards moving "forward" for change. In effect, this spot attempted to demonstrate the benefits of having a cool, youthful, and energetic celebrity like Obama (mediated through Keys) as a president, namely his ability to mobilize everyone from superstars to those who are disadvantaged. And as the commercial's title suggests, together they had the potential to be a "powerful force." The commercial incited some nationwide online chatter among members of the African American community following its debut. Media 
"Cool"
On the far opposite end of the spectrum, the commercial created for the American Crossroads GOP super PAC incited considerable public discourse in its attempt to undercut any positive messages conveyed by Obama's celebrity-endorsed commercials.
48 Known for its affiliation with Karl Rove (former senior advisor and deputy chief of staff for George W. Bush), American Crossroads states that its mission is to raise donations for candidates who "promote people who have the courage, integrity and good ideas to get this country back on track . . . They are willing to stand up for families, small businesses and communities against arrogant, power-grabbing politicians and wealthy government unions." 49 "Cool" promotes this agenda by playing up one of the bipartisan themes from the election, namely Republican accusations about the damaging effects of a "liberal media." The commercial works to dramatize and vilify the media spectacle and questions what the president had done for the very youth who had elected him four years earlier. "Cool" features a combination of pre-existing and production musics to make a mockery of Obama's cool celebrity image and to demonstrate its pitfalls.
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Visually, the spot uses crude mash-up of the president's iconic moments in office to portray him as excessive and ineffective.
51 The commercial's flashy music and images work to unmask the American president's cool celebrity status by wielding pop's sonic and visual signifiers in ways that were decidedly not cool. The soundtrack is saturated with outdated 1980s-era pop cultural signifiers. Foregoing traditional political advertising practices that focus on spoken messages, the commercial is ruled by an archaicsounding, pop-infused musical track. In fact, no words other than those heard in the replay of pre-existing clips are spoken anywhere in the spot. The commercial's message is thus largely communicated through its soundtrack and occasional visual texts, many of which appear as dated neon logos (Figure 7 ). "Cool" appellates viewers with a glitzy opening sequence accompanied by an electronic, video-gamelike ascending synthesizer riff. The soundtrack then moves to a generic, l980s-style R&B groove. In a manner similar to McCain's 2008 "Celebrity" spot, "Cool" features a rhythmic chanting of Obama's name to reinforce his pop-star status and once again suggest the mindlessness of his followers. Low, growling calls of "oh yeah," taken from Yello's 1985 track of the same name, are interspersed with the chanting. The pre-existing sounds are paired with equally over-the-top images of the president embracing his own stardom. In addition to the egotistical innuendos made here, "Oh Yeah" stands as an iconic cultural signifier: experienced audiences would recognize the song from its place in the cult-classic teen-slacker film Ferris Bueller's Day Off (Figure 8) .
52 While there are numerous connotative possibilities that the wedding of these signifiers might evoke, the most obvious one links the president to a bratty and privileged white suburban kid. Consequently, viewers' alreadyness with "Oh Yeah" as a sonic signifier might allow them to make the connection that the media attention Obama incites while participating in pop culture likens him to a frivolous, manipulative, and ultimately lazy teenager. By connecting the president to an irresponsible yet lovable kid who constantly lies to get what he wants, the sampling of this track is not only condescending, but (perhaps unintentionally) racially suggestive: it thinly veils the perpetuation of long-standing racial stereotypes that ascribe African American men with poor work ethics. Ferris Bueller's Day Off, 1986. As the commercial continues, it is flooded with other iconic clips from the president's time in office. These moments are interspersed with dated computer graphics and supported by a flashy, overly-produced soundtrack that attempts to further complicate and damage Democrats' portrayal of Obama as a spontaneous, popular culture-loving, and musically inclined president. Among the famous moments captured in "Cool" are clips that show him enjoying a 3D movie, "slow jamming" with Jimmy Fallon on his late-night television show (Figure 9 ), drinking a beer in public, dancing on The Ellen DeGeneres Show, 52 Yello's track is played when Ferris Bueller, the movie's protagonist, spots an expensive car owned by his best friend's dad. In the movie, this scene foreshadows Bueller's recklessness in taking the car out for a joyride and then wrecking it in an attempt to cover up his actions. Boris Blank and Dieter Meier, "Oh Yeah" (from the album Stella) performed by Yello, originally released 1985 53 Space limitations prevent me from adequately unpacking the racial undercurrents suggested by this. As I discuss in the following pages, this is only one of many unwieldy signifiers present in the commercial. For more on the complicated racial issues that arose during Obama's presidency see Patrick B. Oray's discussion about how Obama's election "brings America's color line into clearer focus." "Myth, Symbol, and the Branding of an American Presidency," in Yanes and Carter, The Iconic Obama, 32. and using his quick reflexes to kill a fly during a CNBC interview. Also included in the montage are images and sound bites of him singing Al Green's 1972 soul hit "Let's Stay Together" at a fundraising event at the iconic Apollo Theater (Figure 9 ) and calling rapper Kanye West a "jackass" during what was intended to be a private moment before a CNN interview.
54 The dated computer graphics that accompany these defining moments where the president relaxes his inhibitions to participate in and truthfully comment on popular music (specifically African American musics) are a further attempt to trivialize him-and, presumably, popular culture by extension. The spot's punch line follows as this colorful and upbeat mash-up abruptly cuts to a deafening silence and a fade to black-and-white images (Figure 10 ). Aimed at the very youth Obama attracted in his first campaign, the commercial uses stark images and the absence of sound to dramatize what its creators believed to be the consequences that recent college graduates faced as a result of electing a cool celebrity president. Disheartening economic statistics slide across the screen: "1 in 2 recent college grads are jobless and underemployed"; "85% moving back in with their parents"; and "Student Loan Debt exceeds one Trillion dollars" (Figure 10) . 55 The commercial questions the decisions made by teens and twenty somethings during the previous election, implying that their votes for a supposedly fun president have reaped a sobering black-and-white reality that includes unemployment, homelessness, and insurmountable debt. In its final moments, the tone of the spot switches once more. "Cool" ends with a return to the opening flashy images and glitzy R&B track. The final sequence shows the comedian Jimmy Fallon welcoming a smiling Obama onto his show. A rhetorical question appears on screen to round out the spot: "After 4 Years of a Celebrity President Is Your Life Any Better?" (Figure 11 ). One last audible "oh yeah" transitions to a frame with the GOP super PAC's logo to suggest that it is time for Americans to elect a less glamorous and more serious president: it is time to vote Republican. Immediately following its debut on the Internet, "Cool" received considerable attention from supporters of both parties. The Wall Street Journal noted that "Cool" reached second place in the Web-ad charts in its first week with 358,146 views. 56 Online commentary gave it mixed reviews. Some viewers agreed with it, questioning the president's decorum in appearing on television shows. 57 Republican political commentator Patrick O'Connor thought the commercial was perfectly timed: "This week, Republicans seized on Mr. Obama's appearance on NBC's 'Late Night with Jimmy Fallon' to paint him as a president who enjoys the trappings of office but hasn't done enough to rescue average Americans from joblessness or rising gasoline prices." 58 Countless others claimed that the spot actually strengthened Obama's cool celebrity reputation. One YouTube viewer posted, "Seriously, I cannot be the only one who thinks Obama is one cool guy after this ad." 59 A political blogger for Esquire magazine admitted: "I don't know how this ad is supposed to work . . . Young people are going to wonder why the old boring white guys are trying to harsh the national mellow."
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The confusion cited by numerous viewer comments demonstrated that the equivalence of this commercial was difficult for many to reconcile. One possible reason was that audiences with a particular knowledge of Obama's iconic moments in office might have recognized their miscontextualization. Indeed, a substantial factual blunder happens during the commercial's closing frames at its key moment of resolution. The final sequence in "Cool" suggests that Obama's appearance on Fallon's late-night show was simply gratuitous, but in reality its purpose was to gain media attention for the president's announcement of his plan to help struggling students by prohibiting increases on Stafford Student Loans.
The commercial's second misstep may have been that it appeared to reprimand the very youth it sought to entice by singling out their supposed mistake in choosing the fun candidate. In reminding them that the flailing economy had negatively impacted their hard work in college, the GOP super PAC claimed that Obama's coolness came at the expense of those who voted for him. In this way, the commercial can be read as a parental-sounding, finger-wagging, "I told you so." One particularly articulate YouTube commentator reads the spot this way and also points out the hegemonic values communicated through "Cool" that he or she saw as reflecting the larger Republican agenda:
Amusingly lame appeal to the youth vote. But of course young voters know that the jobless problem is the result of George W.'s Presidency, not Obama's. Obama is the one who stopped the economic slide and is slowly seeing it turn around. Obama is the one who is on young people's side when it comes to college loans, women's rights, and middle class mobility. And yes, he is way cooler than paternalistic, robot Rom.
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Lastly, viewers' responses indicate that the commercial's attempt to discredit the president with outdated musical and visual pop signifiers that were not in the slightest bit "cool" proved unsuccessful. While the synthesized pop and R&B sounds and the grainy computer graphics were likely used in an ironic way to make Obama's cool celebrity status appear tacky, the attempt backfired as many claimed that this spot only confirmed his coolness. Donald Trump, a vocal Republican and celebrity in his own right, told MSNBC: "I thought it was a terrible ad by the Republicans, it made Obama bigger than life . . . when I first saw it, I thought the Democrats put it out." 62 Another online commenter proclaimed, "I love this Ad. In conjunction with the election's final results, these and other similar comments suggest that the American Crossroads spot was largely ineffective in convincing young audiences that Obama's cool celebrity image was a problem.
Branding, Popular Music, and Party Politics
"We Are a Powerful Force" and "Cool" exemplify how the President's image-like those of so many other contemporary celebrity figures-had been formed around the rules of corporate branding. In fact, Obama's team had upstaged big-name brands just before his 2008 election by winning the Association of National Advertisers' "Marketer of the Year" award over corporate giants that included Nike, Apple, Coors, and Zappos.com. 66 The award also earned him the designation of a "superbrand" from journalist and author Naomi Klein. 67 Indeed, Obama's public image fit well within the definitions of a corporate brand. The American Marketing Association defines a brand and branding as:
a customer experience represented by a collection of images and ideas; often, it refers to a symbol such as a name, logo, slogan, and design scheme. Brand recognition and other reactions are created by the accumulation of experiences with the specific product or service, both directly relating to its use, and through the influence of advertising, design, and media commentary . . . A brand often includes an explicit logo, fonts, color schemes, symbols, [and] sound which may be developed to represent implicit values, ideas, and even personality.
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Commercials for the 2012 presidential election certainly aimed to shape the customer (i.e., constituent) experience through the signifiers they featured. "We are a Powerful Force" and "Cool" used the essential aspects of branding-political logos, exaggerated fonts, bright color schemes, culturally charged symbols, and pop cultural sounds-to contribute to or comment on the Obama brand. More specifically, they used an abundance of signifiers taken from popular music and celebrity culture, represented visually as well as sonically to drive home their agendas.
In keeping with the branding message of Obama's re-election campaign slogan, "Forward," "We are a Powerful Force" highlighted race, gender, age, and class distinctions to empower traditionally underrepresented groups with uplifting music and images. On the other hand, the American Crossroads' attempt to re-brand the president's image with its antagonistic appropriation of popular music tropes and negative message to voting youth appeared to many viewers to merely reaffirm hegemonic white, upperclass, middle-aged male authority. Consequently, marketers for American Crossroads learned the hard way that putting popular music in advertising can be problematic due to its evocative potential and rich polysemic tendencies. As demonstrated by the racial implications suggested in marketers' placement of Yello's "oh yeah" throughout the track, music familiar to audiences outside a commercial's context can create unexpected and unwanted equivalences with the on-screen images.
69 So, despite the care that strategists took to punctuate the seriousness of the GOP's message about America's economic crisis with key moments of silence, viewers instead seemed to cling to the sections featuring the flashy images and glitzy musical track. One viewer confirms: "This ad makes the President look really cool! The GOP is counting on young viewers to bother reading the information at the end. Instead, most will remember the images and the music."
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Glenn T. Hubbard and Elizabeth Crisp Crawford warn that music should be used mindfully in political advertising due to evidence that it has the potential to overpower the candidate's message.
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Indeed, viewer comments about "Cool" illustrate the power (and overpowering effects) of its pop signifiers, demonstrating the degree to which they became unmanageable for marketers who did not fully understand what they had the potential to communicate. 72 It is obvious, then, that in their foregrounding of the musical track for much of the spot-specifically its rowdy R&B and pop sounds-marketers for American Crossroads actually undermined the party's agenda: in the attempt to abstract pop's musical signifiers, the super PAC spot unintentionally linked them more strongly with positive connotations of Obama's cool celebrity persona.
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From the opposite vantage point, "We are a Powerful Force" was successful in its more subtle use of pop's tropes. While the music literally and metaphorically drove the commercial's motion "forward," the image of Alicia Keys was arguably more connotative of contemporary mainstream popular music than the soundtrack itself. What was perhaps most noticeable about the music here was that marketers were careful to negotiate the boundaries between creating a typical political commercial soundtrack and making something slightly more cutting-edge. While some might argue that its favoring of more youthful pop sounds does not necessarily make it innovative since it avoids adherence to a specific genre, I would argue that this precisely why the spot proved agreeable: "We Are a Powerful Force" remains consistent with traditional political advertising practices by favoring a bland pop-ish musical track that would not detract from the Democratic party's intended message. In this way, the commercial adheres to the sonic rules for political advertising discussed by Hubbard and Crawford while still effectively foregrounding cultural signifiers tied to popular music at critical moments.
Those with discerning ears might also notice that the musical track in the OFA commercial does not sound like the R&B performed by Keys, nor the soul or hip hop Obama himself claimed to admire.
74 As Gorzelany-Mostak argues, the president had already fostered a tenuous relationship with "black" musics and culture in the previous election. 75 This would make its use here potentially problematic. I would point out, then, that while the spot sonically avoids being racially specific, it makes up for this with its images. Keys's presence works to represent marginalized cultures through visual markers of her status as a youthful R&B musician, an African American, and a woman. The majority of Keys's fans and Obama's constituents shown on screen also work simultaneously to reinforce these targeted demographics.
Marketers for "We are a Powerful Force" thus favored visually specific pop musical signifiers over sonic ones. "Cool" obviously took the opposite approach, using showy and distracting pop sounds to mirror the "commotion" of Obama's celebrity coolness portrayed on screen. While the Obama camp used pop music tropes to signify energy and change, Romney's supporters employed them in an attempt to suggest Obama was ineffective.
Both parties also used pop music tropes to characterize and magnify specific aspects of Obama's personality. Schudson argues that in national advertising campaigns, "the person played is not the actor or athlete as a human being, but . . . flattened into a celebrity persona."
76 He asserts that their lives and personalities are abstracted and reduced to a generic notion of celebrity. Robert Goldman and Steven Papson echo Schudson's sentiment and theorize that advertising effectively "hollow[s] out" celebrities, leaving us with a "simulation." 77 There is no question that the GOP ad attempted to "hollow out"
Obama's personality in "Cool." The commercial made an even bigger political media spectacle out of existing spectacular moments in an effort to reveal what the party saw as inappropriate behavior. On the other hand, Obama's celebrity surrogate in "We Are a Powerful Force," Alicia Keys, represented the president as a down-to-earth person who cared about women's rights and actively participated in grassroots efforts to incite social change. This spot and others like it worked to portray the president not only as a complex and real human being, but also as one supported by "cool" yet powerful individuals. By adhering to what Kellner defined as the media's current "codes" (namely, its investment in celebrities and social media), the OFA thus expertly wielded the peppy track and images of music sensation Alicia Keys to achieve maximum results in the 2012 election. 78 Unfortunately for Republicans, their rejection of the media spectacle backfired: by labeling Obama's cool celebrity reputation as harmful to his constituents in the hopes of advancing its own candidate's position, they unintentionally directed more negative attention to their opponent.
Popular Music in Cool Politics
In considering the two spots side-by-side, it is apparent how hurtful Obama's cool celebrity image had become to the Republican candidate, Mitt Romney. "Cool" can be read as an anxious attempt to demystify the spectacle created around the president's brand. What distanced Obama from his opponent was that the concept of coolness did not need to be fashioned or stretched to fit the president's persona. The commercials discussed here prove that this characteristic had already become a (largely) welcome and well-worn part of his celebrity image in the media.
79 Furthermore, despite the fact that the two commercials have similar agendas to attract young and marginalized audiences, the outdated pop signifiers and miscontextualization of snippets taken from Obama's media headlines reveal the failure of the super PAC ad, and by extension the Republican Party, to successfully deploy the correct strategies to reach key marginalized and millennial voters. Finally, by agreeing that Obama was indeed "cool" and that his coolness was a negative quality, Republicans unintentionally implied that Romney was not cool. While "We are a Powerful Force" worked to bolster the president's multifaceted cool celebrity image, "Cool" made Romney appear increasingly one-dimensional and un-hip. These two spots represent a small cross section of the many television and Internet commercials that featured popular culture tropes for the 2012 presidential race. Both parties made numerous commercials with well-known celebrities and footage from media headlines to remind audiences about the implications of having a cool celebrity as president. By 2012 the increasing cultivation of, and reliance on, the political media spectacle had grown to the point that the spectacle itself had become a well-worn trope. As the analysis above demonstrates, the use of the media and its spectacle, paired with the sights and sounds of American popular music, reveal a shift in political advertising practices in the twenty-first century.
80 And despite the fact that pop culture's signifiers still prove tricky to incorporate, they are no longer off limits to political commercials. In this second decade of the new millennium, American audiences will surely witness popular music in increasingly high-profile roles in political advertising, allowing us to further realize the extent that popular culture continues to shape and be shaped by all facets of American media and (its) politics.
